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When Japan declared its unconditional surrender to the Allies, the total number of Japanese troops 
in Indochina was about 90,000. According to the ceasefire, the Japanese troops would be gathered at 
selected locations under the supervision of the army of Chiang Kai-shek (for those stationed from the 
16th Parallel northward) or the British army (for those stationed from the 16th Parallel southward). 
They would then leave for Japan from the ports of Hải Phòng and Vũng Tàu in April 1946. However, 
taking advantage of the negligence of Chiang’s and British troops, many Japanese soldiers deserted 
from the concentration camp. According to C.G. Goscha, an American historian, the total number of 
Japanese deserters in the Chinese zone was about 2000, while in the British zone the figure was about 
600.1 This number was not fixed, however, as many Japanese deserters later returned to their units, ei-
ther voluntarily or after being recaptured.
Why did these soldiers choose to desert instead of returning to Japan? Researchers have offered 
many explanations, notably: (1) they were afraid of the future in their home country under US military 
occupation; (2) they feared that they would be mistreated as prisoners of war or prosecuted as war 
criminals; (3) they wanted to fight until the end for the cause of Greater East Asia; and (4) they had de-
veloped a sentimental attachment to Vietnam. Their choice to desert was spontaneous, unorganized, 
and not coordinated by any group or organization.
Amongst the Japanese deserters, many joined the Việt Minh (the League for the Independence of 
Vietnam) and called themselves as “New Vietnamese” (the common name for those foreigners who 
voluntarily fought in the anti-French war). Their reasons for joining the Việt Minh varied. Some had 
previous connections with the Việt Minh movement, as in the case of Major Ikawa or First Lieutenant 
Nakahara Mitsunobu. Others were captured by the Việt Minh, and then convinced of the justness of 
the Việt Minh cause, as in the case of First Lieutenant Tanimoto Kihuo. The majority, however, were 
deserters who were sheltered by the masses and then introduced to the Việt Minh.
Tachikawa Kyoichi, based on British and French sources, has estimated that as of late 1946, the num-
1 Christopher E Goscha (2002) “The Japanese Soldiers who Followed the Việt Minh in the Early Days of the Anti-French Resis-
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ber of Japanese (mostly soldiers) remaining in Vietnam was about 700.2 Oka Kazuaki (former Presi-
dent of the Japan‒Vietnam Friendship Association) estimated that there were about 800 Japanese in 
Vietnam at the time, 186 of whom joined the Việt Minh.3 Goscha gives an estimate of at most 200 be-
tween 1945 and 1950.4 Ikawa Kazuhisa, based on the document “List of those who have not returned 
from French Indochina” released in July 1955 by the Japanese Ministry of Labour and Health, estimat-
ed that the number of deserters still remaining in Vietnam by the end of 1946 was 800, around 600 of 
whom had joined the Việt Minh and half of whom died there.5
According to sources from Vietnam National Archives III, Japanese remaining in the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam returned to Japan through four phases. The first phase took place in 1954 with 74 
Japanese repatriates. The other phases occurred in 1959 and 1960, with 31 Japanese returning with 13 
wives and 60 children. The total number of Japanese returning from North Vietnam was 105. In South 
Vietnam, Japanese returned to their home country sporadically, most frequently in 1978. Ikawa Kazu-
hisa conducted a survey (in Japan) to examine the Japanese repatriates returning from Vietnam and 
came up with a list of 128, 102 of whom had come from the North and 26 from the South.
 Based on sources from Vietnam’s State Department of Records Management and Archives, the Ar-
chives Department of the Office of the Vietnam Communist Party, the Japan‒Vietnam Friendship As-
sociation, memoirs by military officers and Ikawa’s research on traces of Japanese repatriates returning 
from Vietnam, we have made a list of 166 Japanese who participated in the First Indochina War. On 
this list, there are some cases for which we only know the Japanese names but not their Vietnamese 
names, and vice versa. This might lead to repetitions in our statistics, though these are only exception-
al cases. There are a few Japanese identified as repatriates from South Vietnam, but they have not been 
included in the list as we have not found any information regarding their involvement in the war.
Based on available sources of data, it is still impossible to say with certainty how many Japanese still 
remained in Vietnam and how many had joined the Việt Minh by the end of 1946 (after other Japanese 
had been repatriated according to Allied terms and conditions). The list of 166 Japanese that partici-
pated in anti-French activities (44 were confirmed by at least two sources and 122 confirmed by one 
single source) is surely incomplete. However, basically this list helps us identify the names of most of 
the Japanese “New Vietnamese.”
Yet from the end of 1946 to 1954, how many Japanese had died or gone missing when participating 
in the anti-French war? Our sources suggest that only five Japanese died (of different causes) and ten 
were wounded in combat. These figures do not seem realistic. Ikawa, in his many fieldtrips to find trac-
es of the Japanese in Vietnam, has found graves that are supposed to be the burial sites of Japanese 
2 Ikawa Kazuhisa, Kato Norio, Shiraishi Masaya (2005). The Japanese who participated in Vietnam’s war for independence, re-
search report p. 8.
3 Furuta Motoo, Oka Kazuaki (1995) From soldiers of the Imperial Army to Việt Minh combatants̶Sketches of the Japanese who 
joined Việt Minh, in The August Revolution̶Some Historical Issues, Social Science Press, Hanoi p. 314.
4 Goscha, “Japanese Soldiers,” p. 7.
5 Ikawa et al., p. 9.
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who died in battles with French forces, yet their names and details are still unknown. Traces like those 
may still exist elsewhere in Vietnam.
The Japanese “New Vietnamese” made important contributions to Vietnam’s anti-French war (1945‒
1954). After defecting from their units and joining the Việt Minh, they operated in many areas of the 
resistance: combat, training of Vietnamese soldiers, military health service, finance, armament pro-
duction, cartography, etc. Most of them participated in combat. As they were well-trained soldiers, 
they often utilized their skills and tactical knowledge to lead their units to victory. Many of these “New 
Vietnamese” were recognized as brave soldiers much respected by their Vietnamese comrades. Some 
died (Ikawa̶Lê Chí Ngọ), and many others were wounded (Yutumu Suchio̶Nguyễn Đức Hồng, 
Nakano Isao̶Nguyễn Văn Lợi, Mavaki Yoshira̶Hồ Tâm, Nobumino Taoto̶Nguyễn Văn Hiển, Iwai 
Koshio̶Nguyễn Văn Sáu, Nakamura Ichitaro̶Trần Hòa, Yamazaki Zensaku̶Trần Hà, Nobuyoshi 
Tachibana̶Trần Đức Trung, Katsuo Uykawa̶Ngô Tử Câu, Takeshi Amakawa̶Lê Tùng).
The Japanese “New Vietnamese” were most active in the training of Vietnamese soldiers. On Sep-
tember 23, 1945, the French opened fire, seeking to take control of Saigon. For Vietnamese revolution-
aries and the people in the South, this event marked the beginning of the war. An urgent task for the 
Communist Party and the DRV Government at that time was to strengthen the armed forces both 
qualitatively and quantitative. This meant that members of the National Guard Army had to be trained 
in military skills and tactics, and the officers had to be equipped with military and political expertise. 
The Japanese “New Vietnamese” thus were appointed commanders of military units and mobilized for 
military training purposes.
A notable example was Quảng Ngãi Ground Forces School, opened on June 1, 1946, with General 
Nguyễn Sơn as the rector. The school’s entire faculty was Japanese6:
‒  4 instructors: Tanimoto Kihuto, Nakahara Mitsuboni, Ikari Kazumasa, Kamo Tokuji.
‒  4 teaching assistants: Aoyama Hiroshi, Onishi Suegami, Namada Suegami, Minegishi Sadai
‒  Two members of the training board: Ishu Taku, Saito Sada
‒  One military medical officer: Kisei Fujio
The teaching materials were compiled based on the book “Training Handbook for Ground Forces” 
used in the Japanese military. The Japanese instructors all demonstrated their dedication and disci-
pline, living in the same sparse conditions as their students. The Japanese “New Vietnamese” thus con-
tributed considerably to the training of 400 junior officers in the Quảng Ngãi School. The Japanese in-
structors also taught in other military schools, such as Quảng Ngãi Military School of Politics, Bac Son 
Military School of Politics, and Trần Quốc Tuấn Ground Forces School. All the instructors from the 
Quảng Ngãi School later took up new positions in the Department of Military Training, General Staff 
Department.
Many Japanese “New Vietnamese” were sent to local units to train guerillas. They taught the Viet-
6 See Ho Chi Minh City Department of Culture and Information (1994) 50 years of the Quảng Ngãi School of the Ground Forces 
(1.6. 1946‒1.6.1996).
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namese how to use bayonets, rifles, and grenades; how to crawl, duck and cover; how to build fortifica-
tions; and methods of camouflage. Some even joined local guerillas fighting against French forces. The 
use of Japanese soldiers to provide military training to Vietnamese soldiers and military officers in the 
early stage of the war proved to be an effective strategy, allowing these “New Vietnamese” to utilize 
their skills and expertise. This was no doubt their most important contribution.
Thanks to their merits in combat and other military duties, the Japanese “New Vietnamese” were 
awarded over 30 medals and orders of merits of different kinds from the Vietnamese government and 
army.7
Notable examples include:
‒ Iwai Koshiro̶Nguyễn Văn Sáu: First Class Order of Merit, First Class Order of Victory.
‒ Ikari Kazumasa̶Phan Lai: Third Class Order of Merit, First Class Order of Victory.
‒ Nakahara Mitsuboni̶Nguyễn Minh Ngọc: Third Class Order of Merit, First Class Order of 
Victory.
‒ Yoshida Tamio̶Phan Tiến Bộ: Third Class Order of Victory, Third Class Order of Labour.
‒ Tsuchiyo Isamu̶Nguyễn Văn Đông: Third Class Order of Victory, Second Class Order of Labour.
‒ Yutumi Suchio̶Nguyễn Đức Hồng: Second Class Order of Resistance, Second Class Order of 
Victory.
‒ Takeda Yoshiro̶Nguyễn Văn Phước: Third Class Order of Victory.
‒ Shimoda Shichiro̶Nguyễn Văn Tân: Third Class Order of Resistance.
Four Japanese became member of the Vietnam Labour Party:
‒ Iwai Koshiro̶Nguyễn Văn Sáu: member since 1952
‒ Yutumi Suchio̶Nguyễn Đức Hồng: member since August 1, 1949
‒ Tsuchiyo Tuchitami̶Nguyễn Văn Đông: member since February 30, 1949
‒ Yoshida Tamio̶Phan Tiến Bộ: member since October 1950
In the process of following the traces of the Japanese “New Vietnamese,” we have not found any offi-
cial document by the Party or the DRV Government regarding the policy toward the Japanese still re-
maining in Vietnam after 1946. However, building on the life stories of these “New Vietnamese,” we 
can reconstruct their situation as follows.
Japan’s surrender to the Allies caused a massive psychological crisis amongst the troops stationed in 
Indochina. For various reasons, thousands of soldiers deserted, some of whom joined the Việt Minh 
either voluntarily or as part of their survival strategies. In the mind of most Vietnamese at the time, 
Japanese troops were considered to be fascists and invaders who had committed many crimes against 
the Vietnamese people. However, the Vietnamese, particularly military officers, also recognized that 
the Japanese were brave soldiers who were well-trained in military tactics and experienced in combat.
In 1946, an urgent task for the DRV Government was to quickly improve the quality and quantity of 
7 Vietnam Embassy in Japan, List of Japanese who propose to receive their orders of merits and medals left in Vietnam after repa-
triation (Document No 35/ĐSQ/LS on March 26, 1981).
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the armed forces to prepare for the forthcoming war against the French. A challenge was to find mili-
tary instructors with expertise in military skills, tactics and combat experiences to train the soldiers of 
the revolutionary armed forces. In this context, the leaders particularly the revolutionary generals, de-
cided to utilize the abilities and expertise of the Japanese troops who had deserted and joined the Việt 
Minh. The fact that Japanese ex-soldiers were employed in most military schools of Vietnam, and sent 
to train guerillas across the country shows that there was a systematic policy of the Party and the revo-
lutionary army to use the Japanese “New Vietnamese.”
A study on the life stories of the Japanese “New Vietnamese” shows that from 1951, most of the Japa-
nese who participated in combat or other military activities had been gradually decommissioned. They 
returned to their families and participated in various occupations: workers, farmers, doctors, and 
teachers. In short, except for a small number still in uniform, the majority no longer served in the mil-
itary. Here is an explanation for this phenomenon. From 1946 to 1949, the Vietnamese carried out the 
war under “siege” conditions without any external alliance, support or reinforcements. Yet from 1950, 
following the success of the Chinese revolutionaries, Vietnam began receiving support from China and 
the Soviet Union. This change resulted in the decreasing importance of former Japanese soldiers serv-
ing in the Vietnam’s People Army, either as “advisors,” training officers or commanders. The support 
included not only armaments, medical supplies, military supplies, but also Chinese military advisors. 
During the early 1950s, when the relationship between the Soviet Union and China was still warm, 
and the alliance between them was still strong, supplies from these two allies and the presence of Chi-
nese military advisors were considered more important and reliable for Vietnam compared to former 
Japanese soldiers. This was the reason for the systematic decommissioning of the Japanese “New Viet-
namese.”
In 1954, Vietnam’s anti-French war ended in victory. In that year, upon the request from the Japa-
nese Peacekeeping Commission and from Japanese living in Vietnam, the Vietnamese Peacekeeping 
Commission, under authorization of the DRV Government, arranged for 74 overseas Japanese to be 
repatriated. In 1959 and 1960, thanks to the efforts of these organizations and the Japan‒Vietnam 
Friendship Association, the remaining Japanese in North Vietnam and their wives and children were 
all repatriated.
Conclusion
Our study of the Japanese “New Vietnamese” has only managed to produce an incomplete list of 
them with their names and sketches of their life stories. The participation of the Japanese in the First 
Indochina War is a historical fact. This fact, if fully explored, will contribute to enrich our understand-
ing of the forces that were involved in the anti-French war, the friendship between Vietnam and Japan, 
and the Vietnam Communist Party’s policy of Great Solidarity. It is a responsibility of Vietnamese his-
torians to appreciate properly the Japanese who contributed their labor and their lives to the cause of 
Vietnam’s national independence.
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